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Despite the long struggle to promote diversity and create equity, racial disparities con-
tinue to disfigure the core institutions of society. From policing to housing and med-
ical care and from our criminal justice system to our universities and research insti-
tutes, minorities confront bias in treatment and access. Alongside inequalities in in-
come, education, and health, there is also a disparity in attention. By investigating the
patterns of who pays attention to whom, our study provides evidence of a racial atten-
tion deficit: Even when in their self-interest, Whites pay less attention to Black peers.
Specifically, White Americans rate Black peers as less competent than White ones and
are less likely to follow their example as a guide to making a better decision. The find-
ings corroborate qualitative evidence that Blacks are more likely to be overlooked or
underestimated (1, 2). Racial attention deficit provides a behavioral mechanism that
can explain the gaps documented in science, education, health, and law (3–9)—gaps
that are not easily explained by extent theories of racial discrimination. As we discuss,
racial attention deficit is distinct from other forms of discrimination, and it carries es-
sential consequences for organizations and society.
We test two remedial interventions: When we provide information about prior accom-
plishments of Black peers, White participants rate them as equally skillful but remain
hesitant to learn from their choices. In contrast, when Whites can experience the on-
going accomplishments of Black peers, the exposure not only changes attitudes but
also closes the attention deficit. The findings suggest that measures to establish ongo-
ing, experiential recognition can marshal racial diversity as a resource for learning in
organizations.
Squandered learning opportunities
Learning from others can be valuable. Sometimes, such learning requires that one rec-
ognizes the limits of their viewpoint and acknowledges that others may have better in-
formation. As organizations in many fields are becoming less homogeneous, racial di-
versity adds new perspectives, offering more opportunities for potential learning. Yet
the evidence points to a racial disparity in attention. These patterns are observed
across individuals and disciplines even in science, where recognizing the limitations of
one’s viewpoint is so fundamental to the scientific endeavor. This is evidenced by a re-
cent analysis of 1.2 million doctoral dissertations: Although researchers from under-
represented groups produce higher rates of scientific innovation, their novel contribu-
tions are devalued: taken up at lower rates and less likely to result in successful scien-
tific careers than for majority groups (3).
Similar patterns emerge in questionnaires, interviews, and personal accounts (10–12).
Black university students report that White peers are reluctant to collaborate with
them on classroom projects, and professors are less likely to invite them to work on re-
search (13). A survey of thousands of medical school faculty revealed that underrepre-
sented minorities reported worse perceptions of inclusion and connection (14). Simi-
larly, a survey of some 9200 economists found that 83% of Black respondents did not
agree that “people of my race/ethnicity are respected within the field.” Most of the re-
spondents, across races and ethnicities, agreed that gaps in respect remain (15).
Among the many purported benefits of diversity initiatives is the promise that when
minority members contribute novel perspectives, they create a learning opportunity
for their peers. However, for minority contributions to affect the performance of oth-
ers, majority members must attend to them.
The problem is that when assessing others, observers often resort to irrelevant cues
that can be misleading, even deleterious (16, 17). In a series of experiments, Levine et
al. (18) showed that market traders were more likely to mimic counterparts who hap-
pened to share their race or ethnicity. They were less likely to heed the behavior of
non-coethnics. Even if such a distinction was not in the traders’ self-interest, it per-
sisted across markets and cultures and led to mispricing and market bubbles.
Such evidence motivates the question that we pose here: To what extent do White
working-age Americans pay attention to Black peers? If people allocate their attention
along racial lines, then they will be less likely to learn from those of a different race. In
recent years, advocates for racial diversity have been stressing that changing the de-
mographic composition of a field is not enough (19, 20). Diversity initiatives that sim-
ply involve the mixing of people with different characteristics may not suffice to over-
come the racial disparity in attention. The essential link between diversity and learn-
ing from peers may require inclusive recognition—respectful attendance to diverse
peers.
The study: Are Whites less likely to learn from Black peers?
As an everyday example of learning from the choices of others, consider the decision
to carry an umbrella to work: A woman looks out the window of her urban apartment
building and sees no signs of impending rain. On second thought, she turns her gaze to
the sidewalk below, where she observes many passersby carrying umbrellas. Aware that
the perspective from her window allows only a limited view of the sky, she rightly
grabs her umbrella when leaving the apartment. It would seem unwise for her to ignore
the umbrella-carrying choices of minority passersby. Yet something like that might be
happening, with more severe consequences, in the organizations in which we live and
work.
To answer questions about attention and behavior across races, we designed an experi-
ment that resembles the umbrella-carrying decision. Tasked with solving a puzzle, par-
ticipants were exposed to (what they knew to be) ambiguous information. Before de-
ciding, they could observe the choices of two peers who, like the umbrella-carrying
passersby, solved the same puzzle. A participant could reach an accurate solution only
if they noticed the peers’ choices and incorporated that information in their decision-
making (see Appendix).
Put differently, whether a participant paid attention to their peers was evident from
the solution submitted. Those who failed to attend to others’ choices made poor deci-
sions. By experimentally varying the race of the peers, we were able to ascertain
whether White participants paid equal attention to Black peers versus White ones (see
Fig. 1 and Materials and Methods).
Like many organizational decisions, the
puzzle required piecing together uncer-
tain information to reach a decision. In
addition, the task was highly salient for
achieving a reward based on good per-
formance: The puzzle was designed as
an incentivized task, so it was in each
participant’s self-interest to gather in-
formation, including by learning from
peers to reach a correct solution. The
task required no interpersonal trust or
teamwork, thus reducing the known in-
fluences of in-group favoritism or out-
group derogation (21, 22, 23).
After participants submitted their re-
sponses, we also asked them to assess
their peers’ skills using six relevant
items, each on a seven-point Likert
scale (Cronbach’s α = 0.973; see
Appendix).
Sample
To answer the research question, we as-
sembled a highly powered sample of
White working-age Americans (n =
2116). Sample size and criteria for re-
cruitment and exclusion were preregis-
tered, and we proceeded to recruit
participants.
We screened on demographics, and each
prospective participant also underwent
a rigorous comprehension test of the
task (see Materials and Methods). After
attrition due to lacking comprehension
and other causes, the initial sample pro-
duced a usable sample (n = 1449) that was gender-balanced (male, 49.6%; female,
48.5%; nonbinary, 1.9%) composed of participants who were well educated (over 88%
had at least some higher education) and of working age (mean age, 35; 97.5% between
ages 18 and 65). The setting allowed us to motivate participants to reason carefully:
Those who answered correctly earned up to $26.43/hour, well above the going rate (see
Materials and Methods).
Experimental conditions
Participants were randomized into six conditions (2 × 3 design), such that any given
participant was matched with two fictitious peers who bore typically (A) Black or (B)
White names—and each participant either (i) received no information about peer ac-
complishments (baseline) or (ii) received information about the prior accomplish-
ments of the peers (information provision) or (iii) could experience the ongoing ac-
complishments of the peers by witnessing them (experiential recognition).
Information provision
Before engaging with the puzzle, each participant received information about the
peers’ prior accomplishments. This design allowed us to observe whether a participant
is more likely to pay attention to peers after learning that they performed well in a test
of relevant ability. Why might such a priori certification remedy the racial attention
deficit? If ignorance causes prejudice, then it can be cured by information, argues a
long-rooted view (24–26). Similarly, if discrimination is statistical (27, 28), then it
should be diminished when information about specific individuals replaces population
averages. Empirically, a similar treatment was shown to reduce sex discrimination in
employment (29). The treatment is also informed by evidence that minorities were
quicker to integrate into professions that rely on credentials (30).
However, there are also reasons to expect that a priori certification will not change
racial disparities in attention. Studies suggest that credentials held by Black job appli-
cants or employees may matter less than identical ones held by Whites (31–33). Re-
search, both archival and experimental, questions the possibility of reducing bias or
encouraging diversity through the provision of information (34–37).
Methodwise, participants in this condition were first asked to undergo a test of cogni-
tive ability (see Appendix). After the test, we provided their grades together with the
grades of their peers, which were invariably high (see Appendix). Then, as in the base-
line study, participants were presented with the experimental task and peer choices,
made behavioral choices, and evaluated peers’ skills.
Experiential recognition
Whereas information provision involves a priori information about skill, this interven-
tion directly alters the participant’s experience with peers. As the participant repeat-
edly observes the peers’ behavior, he or she witnesses the peers’ continued accom-
plishments. This treatment, therefore, involves the ongoing experience of peers’ abili-
ties.
The treatment is informed by research that points to recognition gaps, “disparities in
worth and cultural membership between groups in a society” (2), resulting from
stigmatization in which the contributions of individuals and groups are devalued. Not
based on racial antipathy or overtly racist ideology (16, 31, 38), stigmatization is an en-
vironmental condition (39–41). This remedy corresponds to a situation in which an or-
ganization adopts a policy of subtle inclusion cues, built into the work environment.
These policies can be designed not only to “affect the psychology of [targeted minori-
ties], but also the psychology of those who interact with them” (20).
Why may experiential recognition remedy the racial attention deficit? Psychologists
have shown that learning from experience differs from learning from description (42).
People seem to weigh experience more heavily than other sources of knowledge (43,
44), perhaps because personal experience is readily available and emotionally vivid (45,
46). Researchers found that experience can reduce the tendency to categorize people
by their race (47). An experience perceived as positive can reduce bias [although just
slightly; (48)]. However, on the other hand, the experience of diversity has been associ-
ated with outcomes that suggest less attention to minority members, such as reduced
communications (49), increased polarization (50), and inadequate responses to chang-
ing circumstances (51). Furthermore, experiencing first-hand contact may maintain or
even reinforce stereotypes (52, 53). In this setting, these findings imply that Whites
could remain inattentive to Black peers. A similar prediction arrives from other re-
search perspectives: Black peers can be overlooked if Whites prefer learning from
peers of the same race (18), have ingrained racial animosity (28), or generally rely on
stereotypes (24, 54, 55). These different theoretical causes would similarly predict that
this remedy proves futile.
Methodwise, participants in this condition encountered an extended form of the base-
line study, which encompassed three rounds rather than one. In the first round, the
participant followed the same procedure as in the baseline condition. After submitting
their solution to the puzzle, the participant could observe the accuracy of his or her
choice—and the always-accurate choices of the peers, Black or White. In the next
rounds, we presented puzzles of similar nature but varied the information (see Ap-
pendix). Each participant remained matched with the same peers throughout the ses-
sion. After the last round of behavioral choices, we collected peer evaluation, as in the
other conditions.
We validated the approach and instrument by documenting several expected results
(see Appendix). Then, we proceeded to examine how race shapes attention to peers
and the evaluation of their skills.
Baseline
Although participants could only gain by learning from their peers, they exhibit a
racial attention deficit: In the baseline condition, participants are 33% more likely to
pay attention to White peers (0.68) compared to Black ones (0.51) (χ  = 13.823, P <
0.0002). Relatedly, participants evaluate Black peers as less skilled than White ones
[t(488) = 4.0022, P < 0.0001, d = 0.362; Fig. 2]. We find no gender-related differences in
attention. Specifically, here and in the other conditions, the results remain after statis-
tically adjusting (controlling) for the participants’ gender, cognitive ability, education,
and recollection of peer race (see Appendix).
Some worry that online studies under-
estimate effect sizes (56). This may be
particularly true in this study: Research
shows that, compared to face-to-face
interaction, computer-mediated com-
munication shows less intergroup bias
(57) and less consideration of irrelevant
cues, such as race (58). Thus, the bias
that we find online may be exacerbated
in face-to-face interaction.
Information provision
In contrast to the baseline study, infor-
mation provision erases racial disparity
in the assessment of peer skill [t(483) =
1.1096, P < 0.2677; Fig. 2]. When it
comes to behavior, the deficit in atten-
tion narrows but remains substantial:
Even with information, participants are still 15% less likely to attend to Black peers
compared to White ones (White = 0.68; Black = 0.59; χ  = 4.808, P < 0.0283). Informa-
tion provision ameliorates, but does not eliminate, the racial attention deficit. The dis-
parities are proven robust in various statistical specifications (see Appendix).
Experiential recognition
When we analyze peer evaluations, we find that the experience considerably benefits
Black peers. In this condition, evaluation of their skill rises above those of White peers
[t(471) = 3.9435, P < 0.0001, Cohen’s d = 0.363; Fig. 2].
Turning to behavior, we find a stark difference between the two treatments. Whereas
the first intervention changed perceptions but could not erase the racial attention
deficit, this intervention both elevates evaluations of Black peers and closes the gap in
attention to them. Here, a bias against attending to Black peers is apparent in the first
round, essentially replicating the baseline study (χ  = 13.034, P < 0.0003). However, the
racial attention deficit dissipates as the participants witness their peers’ accomplish-
ments. In subsequent rounds, we cannot reject the hypothesis that participants equally
attend to peers, regardless of race. In the last round, 71% of Black peers and 72% of
White receive attention. Again, the results are robust to various statistical specifica-
tions (see Appendix).
Racial attention de?cit over time
External events affect people’s behavior, and 2020, the year in which we collected the
data, was eventful indeed. Race relations were affected by the murder of George Floyd
in the United States, the protests that followed the outpouring of sympathy, and the
promises of reforms. Politically, from late 2019, the American public was exposed to an
array of minority candidates vying for the Democratic presidential nomination, culmi-
nating in the nomination of a mixed-race woman to the vice president office in the
summer. Ultimately, the year was shaped by the outbreak of coronavirus disease 2019,
a pandemic that affected billions and took a grim toll on American minorities (data
collection was completed before the presidential election results were known).
To assess how these events may have affected the racial attention deficit, we turned to
data collected in the summer of 2017 using a similar method and sample (n = 439).
Notwithstanding the focal events of 2020, we cannot reject the hypothesis that atten-
tion to Black peers has remained unchanged: The likelihood of attending to Black
peers in 2017 and 2020 is statistically indistinguishable (see Appendix).
Why study racial attention de?cit?
Efforts at integration, decades in the making at organizational and societal levels, have
been slow to bear fruit. For example, in personal accounts, minority scientists sense
feeling “unwelcome, unheard, and unvalued” (10). In discussions and interviews, facul-
ty often lament that their competence is questioned because of their race (11). Even
when firms seek to recruit a more diverse cadre of employees, they dismayingly discov-
er that minorities are more likely to leave (59). Why? We highlight a less discussed and
less studied cause: inattention.
Much is known about disparities in the distribution of resources, but the racial atten-
tion deficit is a form of inequality understudied to date (2). As a distinct form of dis-
crimination, racial attention deficit consists of underestimating, overlooking, or ignor-
ing members of certain groups (1, 2). It differs from other forms of disparity in at least
four ways: It does not require the presence of racial animosity, explicit or implicit. It is
exhibited behaviorally, through choices and decisions—as opposed to stated beliefs,
perceptions, or intentions. It is revealed as omission (of attention) rather than com-
mission (of explicit antipathy). In addition, it harms minorities but also majorities, al-
beit differently.
Racial attention deficit may be the behavioral mechanism underlying a string of in-
triguing findings: The dissertations of minority scientists are more innovative but are
less likely to be noticed (3). Black employees are less likely to be nominated for award
presumably because their achievements are more likely to be overlooked (4). Computer
algorithms used to allocate health care underestimate the needs of Black patients (5).
Black infants are more likely to survive when they share their physician’s race (6), and
Black men are more likely to take their physician’s recommendations when their race
is concordant (7). Although some of these examples can be explained by some form of
perverse yet cloaked racism, greater trust, and/or better communication, all of them
are consistent with single explanation—a racial attention deficit.
Racial attention deficit may stem from stigmatization. Not overt, stigmatization can be
subtle (41, 60). Nonetheless, it goes to the very core of relations among individuals and
groups in society because it is about the fundamental question of worth: What is valu-
able? Who is worthy? (61, 62) Racial attention deficit is a product of social structures
in which Blacks and other minorities are stereotyped as less worthy. Devalued, their
actions and choices are disregarded. Overlooked in the structure of attention, they are
robbed of opportunities, and this lack of recognition undermines their self-worth.
Racial attention deficit, moreover, undermines performance for both minorities and
majorities. While some forms of discrimination harm primarily the victim, here, soci-
ety suffers doubly, as both the discriminator and the discriminated suffer the conse-
quences of bias.
This is evident in our baseline study, which shows that, even when their self-interest
should steer them to learn from peers, Whites are less likely to pay attention to Black
ones. When we introduce the information provision treatment, Whites are less likely to
underestimate the skills of Black peers (Fig. 2). However, merely providing information
about peers is not enough. True, it closes the gap in espoused sentiments, resulting in
higher evaluations of the skills of Black peers, but it does not eliminate the racial at-
tention deficit. White participants exposed to information about peers are still less
likely to follow others’ choices when those peers were Black. Such a gap has been doc-
umented elsewhere: In a recent experiment, financial investors rated some Black-led
teams more favorably than White-led teams, but when it came to acting on this posi-
tive sentiment, they showed no such intention (33). If biased choices stem from a
racial attention deficit, then it is easier to understand the feeble outcomes associated
with diversity training sessions (34, 35), initiatives to reduce prejudice (36), or implicit
bias training (63). However well intended, these cures may be treating the wrong
disease.
If stigmatization can be subtle and built into the organizational environment, then it
follows that remedies should be deliberately designed as subtle and as close as possible
to workplace interactions. Experiential recognition thus directly takes up the challenge
to develop remedies that may not be quick or easy (36). However, with such a remedy,
inclusion can be accomplished without the cynicism and backlashes sometimes trig-
gered by efforts to promote equal treatment (64–66).
The provision of information eliminates disparity in skill assessment and lessens the
racial attention deficit. Experiential recognition, the second intervention, not only
erased the racial attention deficit but also raised the perceived skill of Blacks above
that of Whites. What is more, it is evident that the two treatments increased attention
to Black peers more than they increased attention to White ones. Such a result is ex-
pected if the treatments dissipate negative stereotypes (33).
We recognize that overcoming bias may be more demanding than it appears. Our de-
sign introduced Black peers who were always accurate and placed them directly in
front of the White participants. However, outside the experimental realm, no one is
flawless. In addition, Whites are not required to gaze at minority peers, let alone gen-
eralize the observation to dissipate stereotypes.
Our results cannot tell how long the remedy will last nor whether the Whites are gen-
erally more willing to learn from Blacks (or just the Black peers that they encountered).
Future research can assess these questions. Our remedy is not meant to cure bias once
and for all, but it shows that Whites are willing to learn from some Black peers at some
point in time.
Implications: Who is paying attention to whom?
Starting from the notion that attention is a cognitive resource, psychologists have re-
cently attempted to redirect the “attentional spotlight” (67) as a means to ameliorate
social ills, including interventions meant to bring people to pay more attention to
what they post on social media (68) and when they are supposed to appear in court
(69). We complement this individualistic perspective with one that places attention in
a social context: Who is paying attention to whom? Who recognizes whom as worthy
of attention? (60, 61). This question is relevant for many aspects of social life. Our
finding that attention is allocated along racial lines has implications, to take one ex-
ample, for our courts: If White jurors pay less attention to Black as opposed to White
witnesses, then this could contribute to unfair rulings in civil cases and unfair judg-
ments in our criminal justice system. Or take another example from the medical field:
If White physicians do not pay enough attention to the behavior and communications
of their Black patients, the results can be misdiagnoses and inadequate treatments.
Our finding that attention is allocated along racial lines—causing learning opportuni-
ties to be squandered and hurting majority as well as minority members—has implica-
tions for organizations, whether businesses or nonprofits. By turning on an attentional
spotlight to illuminate peers’ accomplishments, greater equity in the allocation of at-
tention can bring greater effectiveness in accomplishing our collective goals.
It can pay, our study shows, to pay attention. Whether in learning from co-workers or
from competitors, organizations amplify opportunities to benefit from paying atten-
tion to others. Science, in particular, provides good examples of learning based on rec-
ognizing the limitations of one’s viewpoint: We scientists submit our work to the re-
view of peers and, in turn, review our peers’ work. We join workshops and conferences
to learn from other scientists, we recruit new members into our departments to bring
fresh insights from outside, and we encourage our colleagues to dissent when there is a
danger of locking into a myopic perspective.
As the institutional arena most organized around principles of open observation and
communication, science is the best example of a setting where we, as a society, should
be highly attentive to structures and practices that promote or obstruct peer learning.
Science is a collective enterprise. Individual genius might still play some role, but dis-
coveries are increasingly produced in teams. Bibliometric studies, for example, report a
substantial growth in the number of coauthors of scientific articles across almost all
fields of knowledge production (70). Beyond sheer numbers, teams can be more pro-
ductive and have a greater impact because they can bring greater diversity of back-
grounds and perspectives to bear on a problem (71–73).
If science is becoming more collective and collaborative, then it is also becoming more
demographically diverse. Historically underrepresented categories—women and racial
minorities—are gaining entry to and establishing careers in scientific fields that were
once homogeneous. However, for the benefits of diversity to be realized, scientists
must learn from their peers.
The question with which we opened is whether racial attention deficit undermines
such learning. In an uncertain environment, which we documented, White decision-
makers are more likely to disregard information emanating from Black peers, even if
objectively essential. By failing to recognize the perspective of the racial other and
clinging to their observational viewpoint alone, they miss opportunities to learn, thus
undermining their own performance. The unmistakable implication of the findings of
our baseline study is that policy-makers must recognize that one legacy of a racially
divided society is a bias in attention.
Although an essential first step, recognizing racial attention deficit in one’s organiza-
tion is, of course, not enough. For this reason, we further explored interventions that
might remove this obstruction to learning. We found that providing information about
the past accomplishments improved Whites’ explicit evaluations of Black peers. How-
ever, although it reduced, it did not eliminate the biased behavior in patterns of atten-
tion. The findings indicate that racial attention deficit can be remedied when the ac-
complishments of Black peers receive ongoing recognition that is embedded in prac-
tice.
Together, these findings have crucial lessons for grantors, university presidents, senior
administrators, deans, department chairs, principal investigators, postdocs, PhD stu-
dents, and research assistants—yes, everyone engaged in the world of science. They are
lessons as well for line supervisors, team leaders, engineers, project managers, profes-
sional staff, C-suite executives, agency heads, members of boards, and members of
cabinets—yes, everyone engaged in organizational affairs whether that be in the fields
of business, culture, nonprofits, or government. Our study evidences that achieving the
full benefits of racial diversity requires policies and practices of inclusion (74). As part
of such a strategy, our specific contribution points to inclusive recognition as a critical
component of organizational life.
What our study reveals is that recognition gaps can be corrected. Closing them is cru-
cial. First, a climate of inclusive recognition, where minority members are respected
for their accomplishments and contributions, improves their well-being (2, 55). Recog-
nition ultimately matters because human dignity and a sense of worth have intrinsic
value. Second, our research also shows that, by mitigating the attention deficit, recog-
nition enhances problem solving. Thus, more attention can improve everyone’s perfor-
mance. If you want to do right and do better, pay attention to who is paying attention
to whom.
To capture the willingness to pay attention to peers, we relied on a familiar experi-
mental instrument—information cascades (75, 76). Here, as in past research, each par-
ticipant was asked to use observational and private information to determine the true
state of the world in hopes of winning a cash prize. Each participant received private
information that was known to be incomplete, had a chance to contemplate it, and
then observed the decisions (but not the information) of two fictitious peers, identified
only by their typical Black or White names who answered an identical question.
Because a participant knew that their private information was incomplete, they could
benefit from paying attention to peer choices. Moreover, with the accumulation of in-
formation about peer choices, participants would have been wise to overrule their own
guess and follow the peers. The puzzle is designed such that if both peers make the
same choice, then the participant would be right to ignore the private information he
or she has and follow the peers (77, 78). The design allowed us to measure whether
participants heeded peers’ choice and whether attention is affected by the peers’ race.
The experimental task
The task was used as in prior research: All the experimental conditions commenced
with the participant shown two buckets that contained an unequal number of red and
blue marbles (Fig. 3). Each participant was told that one of the buckets was randomly
selected as the winner. To ascertain which bucket it was, the participant received some
information: Marbles were randomly drawn from the winning bucket, shown to the
peers and the participant, and then returned to the bucket. One marble was privately
shown to the first peer, and then that peer publicly guessed the winning bucket. Then,
another marble was drawn and shown to the second peer, who made an identical guess.
Last, a marble was shown to the participant. The color of that marble always contra-
dicted the information conveyed through the peer choices. However, given the con-
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Fig. 1. An overview of the experimental
procedure. Randomized into one of six experimental
conditions, (A) a participant, White male or female, is
asked to solve a puzzle using information that is
known to be ambiguous (and hence, the participant
can benefit from observing how others solved the
same puzzle). (B) Before deciding, the participant can
observe the solutions of two peers, who are identified
by their first names, typically Black or White Ameri-
can. Depending on the condition, participants may
also receive information about past peer accomplish-
ments or witness the ongoing accomplishments of
their peers. (C) The participant submits a solution,
and then he or she assesses peers’ skill and provides
some demographic information. At the session’s end,
(D) the participants who choose correctly receive a
200% bonus. For details, see Materials and Methods
and Appendix.
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Fig. 2. The ratio of peers receiving attention (bars, left
axis) and the average evaluation of peers (lines, right
axis) by race and experimental condition (n = 1449).
Error bars show SEs. Levels of statistical significance
are reported in Results; box and contour plots appear
in Appendix. The ratio of peers receiving attention
(bars, left axis) and the average evaluation of peers
(lines, right axis) by race and experimental condition
(n = 1449). Error bars show SEs. Levels of statistical
significance are reported in Results; box and contour
plots appear in Appendix.
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Despite efforts toward equity in organizations and institutions, minority members
report that they are often ignored, their contributions undervalued. Against this
backdrop, we conduct a large-sample, multiyear experimental study to investigate
patterns of attention. The findings provide causal evidence of a racial attention
deficit: Even when in their best interest, White Americans pay less attention to
Black peers. In a baseline study, we assign an incentivized puzzle to participants
and examine their willingness to follow the example of their White and Black
peers. White participants presume that Black peers are less competent—and fail to
learn from their choices. We then test two interventions: Providing information
about past accomplishments reduces the disparity in evaluations of Black peers,
but the racial attention deficit persists. When Whites can witness the accomplish-
ments of Black peers, rather than being told about them, the racial attention
deficit subsides. We suggest that such a deficit can explain racial gaps documented
in science, education, health, and law.
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dicted the information conveyed through the peer choices. However, given the con-
tents of the buckets and the number of peers, each participant should have overruled
their own observation and embrace the peers’ choice (see Appendix).
Racial cues
The study revolves around race, but an
evident manipulation of race conditions
can raise a host of methodological prob-
lems, including social desirability and
demand characteristics. These concerns
have become especially severe because
it is no longer socially acceptable to dis-
close prejudice or discrimination (16, 32,
36, 79). An explicit manipulation of race
is not only risky but also unnecessary:
Sizeable evidence shows that (i) social
categorization of others based on race
and ethnicity is an automatic, implicit,
unconscious, and highly accurate cognitive process (80–82) and (ii) mere perception or
categorization of racial or ethnic diversity is sufficient to exert considerable influence
on how people behave (83, 84).
To mitigate risks while preserving potency, the experimental design relies on indirect
racial cues: identifying peers’ race through typically Black or White American first
names. Such manipulation has been often used in audit and correspondence studies
[e.g., (31, 85–88)]. We draw upon the name lists used in prior research on racial and
ethnic disparities, considering the objective distinctiveness of racial affiliation, the
subjective perception of the name, and racial differences in socioeconomic status (see
Appendix).
Before settling on the use of names, we considered alternatives such as face-to-face
interaction or the provision of photos (41, 79). However, visual or verbal cues would
have introduced nonracial cues, such as gender, age, physical attractiveness, and lan-
guage styles. These are known to affect the perception of others and thus may con-
found the effects of race. Furthermore, the use of face-to-face interaction would have
curbed sample size and may necessitate the use of students, who would have made the
study sample younger and less educated than the working-age population that we
sought. In addition, had we provided photos of peers, then we would have needed to
ask participants likewise to upload their own images, raising a host of privacy and
technical issues.
In addition to indirect racial cues, we further addressed demand characteristics in sev-
eral ways: We asked everyone to provide their first name, so the availability of peer
names appears plausible. In the information provision condition, we required the par-
ticipants to start with a test of cognitive ability, so that the grades that they subse-
quently received appeared legitimate. Last, we asked participants to submit their an-
swers only after the peers made their choices. An alternative that we considered, ask-
ing the participants to report their answers before and after the peers’ choices, risked
appearing as if we expected them to mimic the peers. Similarly, in the experiential
recognition condition, we chose not to highlight the peers’ accomplishments but
merely report them alongside the participants’.
Sample and preregistration
Experiments excel in determine causality, and audit and correspondence studies have
become a popular method for studying discrimination (32). Yet our research question
is not well answered by either method because learning cannot directly be observed or
incentivized.
To answer questions about race and learning while preserving the generalizability of
the results, we designed a sample that resembles Whites in the American workforce
and recruited participants from Prolific Academic, a research service that screens par-
ticipants on criteria of residency, race, ethnicity, gender, and age (on the benefits and
drawbacks of online experiments; see Appendix). Before recruitment began, we prereg-
istered the criteria for participation and exclusion, together with a statistical power
analysis used to determine the sample size. Later, we deposited in the same location
research materials and data (https://j.mp/OSFRacialAttentionDeficit).
As discussed, an evident treatment of race could raise a host of methodological prob-
lems, so we avoided mentioning race or ethnicity during recruitment. Instead, we re-
lied on demographic information that participants had provided upon joining the re-
search service to reach the target population. We took steps to mitigate contamination
of the participant pool (see Appendix). Last, we limited participants to a single session,
tracking them to verify that none attempted to participate more than once. In addi-
tion, the research service uses financial and phone records to assure that individuals
do not hold more than one participant account.
To corroborate our filters, we asked participants at the end of the experimental session
about their country of residence, race, and ethnicity. Their responses indicate that 99%
resided in the United States and 95% describe themselves as White, 4% as Latino
(which may be White), and 1% as neither.
Exclusion criteria
After reading the experiment’s instructions, each participant was presented with a rig-
orous set of comprehension questions to assess their understanding of the task. Only
those who answered all perfectly on the first trial were allowed to participate in the
study. Of the initial sample of 2116 participants, 22% did not pass the comprehension
test, 8% did not complete the study, and 1% attempted to participate more than once,
resulting in a usable sample of 1449 participants. Because participants were rejected
before assignment to experimental conditions, we do not observe differential attrition
(χ  = 0.67, P > 0.98).
Compensation
At a minimum, participants earned the equivalent of $11.49/hour, and those who an-
swered correctly received up to $26.43/hour, quadruple the minimum wage on Prolific
Academic ($6.50/hour).
Statistical power
Before commencing data collection, we conducted a priori analysis of statistical power
relying on Fisher’s exact test (proportion inequality, two independent groups) with
power (1 − β error probability) of at least 0.8 at P = 0.05 (89).
Manipulation checks
As discussed, race and ethnicity are often manipulated indirectly to mitigate risks
while preserving potency. In such a design, a manipulation check can constitute a
treatment in itself, for example, by priming participants to focus on peers’ race and not
their advice (90). To balance competing demands, we chose to query recollection but
did not use it as an exclusion criterion, in line with current recommendations and the
preregistration. Specifically, in a poststudy questionnaire, after participants have re-
vealed their behavioral choices and assessment of peers, we presented an open-ended
item: “Can you guess the other players’ ethnicity or race? Type anything you can think
of.”
Reassuringly, we find no difference in recollection of peer race/ethnicity between the
experimental conditions (accurate recall when peer was White = 0.625; Black = 0.614; t
test P > 0.67; Wilcoxon P > 0.67). We did not expect that recollection would affect be-
havior, in line with the evidence showing that categorization of others based on their
race and ethnicity is an automatic, implicit, and unconscious cognitive process
(80–82). As expected, recollection of peer race/ethnicity does not predict behavior. In
other words, whether one remembers a peer’s race or ethnicity hardly indicates
whether they will pay attention to the peer (see Appendix).
The 2017 study
The earlier study uses the same experimental task, names, and treatments. It relies on
a similar approach to recruitment and exclusion, although it uses a smaller sample,
collected on Amazon Mechanical Turk. The studies were conducted sequentially,
rather than simultaneously, but robustness tests demonstrate no indication of partici-
pant contamination (see Appendix).
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Fig. 3. The puzzle, as shown to the participants. De-
tails are in Appendix and experimental instructions.
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